W hen you look back on your pharmacy career, who had the greatest impact on you in your initial years of practice? Was it a faculty member, an employer, or a pharmacy preceptor? Most of you probably answered the latter or the last two individuals in combination, because no one forgets a good preceptor and role model.
During your professional maturation, a pharmacy preceptor probably served you in one or more roles, that is, as employer, mentor, or educator. Webster's Dictionary defines a preceptor as an instructor, teacher, or tutor. Without the pharmacy preceptor, the colleges and schools of pharmacy could not accomplish their mission to produce pharmacy practitioners qualified to practice in today's work environment and the work environment of 2040. These individuals are truly the critical link in pharmacy education. Most of these individuals serve as voluntary adjunct faculty to one or more academic institutions and some have no relationship to the formal pharmacy education process. However, all good pharmacy preceptors have one thing in common: the altruistic mission of training the next generation of pharmacists.
The pharmacy preceptor is instrumental to bridging the gap between book knowledge and application of that knowledge in a practical situation. Preceptors help the student learn how to apply textbook knowledge to the care of a patient while performing all the other activities of a busy health care practitioner, including running a busi-ness (eg, scheduling, time management, insurance company billing, prior authorizations).
Pharmacy preceptors impart those pearls of wisdom that cannot be taught in a classroom -wisdom that comes from years of experience. In addition, their practice sites are critical real-life classrooms, since students apply their knowledge to actual patients and problems at these sites. At the practice sites, students are able to refine the professional skills, attitudes, and behaviors that they have discussed and practiced in the classroom.
At a time when our profession is experiencing a shortage of qualified practitioners, the role of the pharmacy preceptor has become even more important. The preceptor's love of his or her profession shapes future practitioners and potential employees and colleagues.
A preceptor with a positive attitude and outlook and a desire to learn something new each day makes the best educator. These individuals motivate the underachievers, stimulate the overachievers, and gain the most personally from their association with the students. Good pharmacy preceptors encourage students to ask questions (sometimes questions that they don't know the answers to) and give them the opportunity to try something new at the practice site (this might be a pearl that was learned from another pharmacist or technician). Many practitioners feel that this type of relationship with the students helps them learn new skills and stay motivated and up-to-date on new information; it also serves as a form of continuing education and professional development.
For those of you that are or will be pharmacy preceptors, thank you for going the extra mile for our students and their future patients. While your work is not often acknowledged or financially compensated, you are making an important difference because the things you teach today will be passed on to future generations of pharmacists. Your efforts are greatly appreciated by academic institutions, professional associations, boards of pharmacy, students, and the patients we all serve.
For those of you who want to become part of this educational process, the first step is to contact your Board of Pharmacy to determine preceptor requirements in your state. Then contact your nearest school or college of pharmacy, technician training program, or your alma mater. Nearly all pharmacy programs are looking for good preceptors and practice sites for their students.
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